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    For my father Bill - who gave me my darkness...

For my mother Maggie - who gave me my light...

And for my wife Laura - who loves me for both...
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The fresh splatter of the young woman’s blood began to mix with the grime and sweat that already coated the bulbous face of Munson Tibbles, which he didn’t mind save the drop or two that landed in his good eye. He touched the dusty cuff of his sleeve to the socket and wiped the warm crimson fluid onto his shirt.

He thought about when he killed Clara Davis. She had also bled quite an unusual amount, and even managed to spit some of it onto Munson’s face as a final act of defiance before he sank his blade deep into her throat. It might have been futile, but the woman had resolve.

This other woman - the one that apparently used to be called Maggie - had not had nearly the same kind of tenacity. What a disappointment. When you kill for sport, it’s no fun when the prey doesn’t fight back. Munson stared at her twisted body as the last of whatever she was leaked onto the wooden floorboard of her bedroom and dripped like warm honey into the cellar below. He caught a glimpse of his reflection in the vanity mirror on the far wall, the flecks and dribbles of blood almost seeming to compliment his rough features, as though it were a normal part of his getup. His war paint. The blood on his sleeve had already started to brown from the immense heat in the room, and he wondered if this was the same shirt he had on when he butchered Clara. He thought it probably was. The odds were good as he only owned four shirts and almost never washed them, but it was hard to tell one stain from another.

The door to the bedroom opened just a crack.

“We’re ‘bout done out here Boss,” a voice said from the darkened hallway.

Munson offered no reply. He simply cleared his throat and rubbed both sides of the flat of his knife against his belly, which did little to remove the carnage that clung to the dull metal.

He reached over and grabbed a handful of the dead woman’s hair, which now looked strawberry blonde and was slick and stringy to the touch, and stood erect. He started toward the still open bedroom door, and the woman’s body, though somewhat portly, seemed weightless in his hand as he ducked through the doorway.

Alvarez was still in the hallway, scraping grit from under his thick fingernails with the corkscrew he always kept in case they ever salvaged any wine.

“The fat one shit himself,” he said without turning away from his thumbnail. “Figured I’d tell you before the smell hit.”

Munson cocked his head sideways in an almost curious manner but did not break stride. He continued down the hallway at his usual leisurely pace, the sound of his monstrous footsteps thundering heavy on the weathered oak floor as the dead woman’s heels dragged behind and left faint trails of blood and urine on the wood grain.

––––––––
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JUST HOURS AGO, DAVY had remarked to his older brother Ben that they might just be the two unluckiest sumbitches in all of the Ft. Hope territory.

I mean hell, it’s like we’ve been attractin’ it like magnets our whole damn lives. Sometimes it feels like we don’t even take a step forward - just two steps back.

Those words were seared into the forefront of his brain as he now sat tied to one of his kitchen chairs.

The screaming that had emanated from Maggie’s room moments ago had been brief but had chilled Davy to the core. He knew in his heart what that scream was and what it meant, just as he knew that some similarly awful fate was about to be bestowed on him and his brother. He just didn’t know why. Try as he might, he couldn’t think of a single damned thing he or Ben could have done to get themselves into this jackpot.

He had heard tales of Munson Tibbles’ unspeakable cruelty. Who hadn’t? The whole Tibbles family was mythic and always had been, even before the bad times. There were always whispers of their brutish exploits.  Whether they were all true didn’t even matter. Even if only a fraction were true, the Tibbles’ would still be pitiless savages, with Munson as their paragon of barbarism.

Davy looked over at his brother and watched as the Mexican and the curly-haired ginger finished tying off the ropes that secured Ben’s ankles to the high-backed Windsor they hauled in from the dining room. The Mexican said something about maybe needing more rope for this ‘fat bastard’. The ginger retorted about maybe needing more chairs...

Davy surveyed his brother’s head. A lump had already formed where the Mexican had brought down the butt of his pistol. It wasn’t bleeding very much - just a slight trickle from the temple - but Davy could tell it had hurt him pretty bad. Ben was still drifting in and out of consciousness and was halfway slumped in the chair; only upright for the ropes that held him in place.

Lord Jesus Ben....I’m just as sorry as I can be.

“Help me straighten this tub of shit out a little bit,” said the ginger. “‘Fore he falls over and causes a damn tremor...”

“He’s fine where he is,” replied the Mexican.

“If you say so.”

“I say so.”

“What’n the hell is taking Half Tail so long? Shouldn’t that Indian be here by now?”

The Mexican shrugged as he stood and fished an object from the breast pocket of his charcoal duster. “You concern yourself far too much with the doings of others.”

A rumble arose from Ben’s chair. The churning grew louder and reverberated throughout the room as the barely conscious man loosed his bowels and filled his pants with excrement. The redhead backed away several feet without bothering to look behind him, bringing a cheap table lamp crashing to the ground with his elbow.

“Goddamn,” said the ginger as he brought his hand up to shield his nose. “That’s fucking rancid.”

The Mexican let out a faint chuckle. Or at least what passed as a chuckle for a man as humorless as him.

Water began to well up in Davy’s eyes as he looked at the wretched state of his older brother.

“Ben. Wake up Be...”

He was cut short by a glint of metal and an abrupt pain shooting through his forehead to the back of his skull. For a moment he saw only tricks of light masked through a gray fuzz before he regained enough focus to see the Mexican standing before him, holding the barrel of his pistol. In one deft move the Mexican flipped the revolver so that it was cocked and pointed right at Davy’s dumbstruck face.

“You were told about openin’ your mouth. Next time it won’t be a love-tap. I’ll hit you for real.”

The Mexican uncocked and holstered the weapon and shifted his attention to his partner as he started up the hallway. “Go get Agnes.”

The redhead nodded and walked toward the sliding glass door in the kitchen as the Mexican disappeared down the hall.

Davy’s vision had regained most of its clarity and he turned and watched the body of his brother. He didn’t seem to be breathing. He didn’t seem to be anything. Just a lump with four extra legs marinating in his own fluids.

THUMP....THUMP....THUMP

The noise stopped his heart for a moment. Something was coming. Something immense and horrible and unstoppable. Davy swallowed hard and closed his eyes tight enough to force the reservoir of tears trapped there to stream onto his cheeks. He wasn’t a brave man, and the hollow and booming sound of a giant’s weighty footsteps were deafening his ears and consuming whatever courage he had left.

THUMP....THUMP....THUMP....THUMP

He wanted nothing more than for the earth to open up and devour him whole. He didn’t want to be in this waking nightmare any longer. His eyes were shut so taut that his vision once again started to blur and the muscles in his face began to ache from the strain. He didn’t want to die.  

THUMP....THUMP............THUMP

Davy thought about a time when he was still a child. 10 or maybe 11 years old. Ben would have been about 13. They had ditched school one day to drink beers behind a bowling alley...

“Open your eyes and look at me.”

The bowling alley was gone. Washed away and replaced by the impassive voice of a boogeyman. His eyelids slowly opened as if pried apart by the sheer will of the stranger’s words. Standing before him was the severe and horrendous form of Munson Tibbles, with a bloody eight inch buck knife in one hand and an even bloodier corpse in the other. The man was a colossus of muted evil.

He held up Maggie’s body. Her mutilated face was placid, but her half open eyes still carried the terror of her final moments. Davy was glad his brother couldn’t see this.

“Not as pretty as she once was.” Munson opened his hand and let the corpse fall to the floor with a dull thud without breaking eye contact with Davy. He gestured toward her with the buck knife. “I remade her. The way I wanted. You understand?”

Davy shook his head.

“It’s hard for some. To understand. You have to go through it yourself. Beauty isn’t the only thing in the eye of the beholder.”

The redhead re-appeared suddenly. His right hand clutching a clear gallon jug sloshing a ruddy brown liquid, and his left holding a shovel that looked as if it had been around longer than dirt itself. He extended the shovel to Munson, who pulled it into Davy’s field of vision.

“This is Agnes. She will help you understand.”

Of all the rumors he had heard about Munson over the years, the one that resonated the loudest with him was about this shovel. Nobody knew why it was named Agnes, or maybe just never lived long enough to tell anyone. All he had heard for certain was that if you met Agnes, it was right before Munson forced you to dig your own grave. Davy’s stomach turned as he stared at the shovel, the wooden handle discolored from the blood and sweat of God knows how many people.

Munson gave Agnes a half turn in his hand, as though he were modeling both sides.

“You’ve heard about her, ain’t you?”

Davy gave the slightest of nods.

“Then you know what’s about to happen, don’t you?”

Davy gave another nod, barely distinguishable to the naked eye. The redhead popped the cap off of the plastic jug and began dousing Ben’s limp body with its contents. Davy’s nostrils were immediately flooded by the unmistakable stench of gasoline, which caused him to almost retch at Munson’s feet. The giant spoke again.

“You love Ben. And you don’t want him to hurt, do you?”

Davy wept, the sobbing now uncontrollable but with no words forming in his mind.

“Now, I know he don’t look it, but your brother is still very much alive, and can still very much feel pain. I want you to remember that. You do like I ask, I give you my word I’ll kill him quick. You buck me, I’ll take a match to him...and you’ll see just how much pain he can still feel.”

Davy’s mind was awash with everything and nothing at the same time as Munson grabbed the back of the chair and dragged it with ease to the front door and out into the yard, next to the dying honeysuckle that Maggie had planted weeks back. Munson used his knife to cut through the ropes around Davy’s limbs and effortlessly tilted the chair forward to dump his weepy and pathetic body to the ground. In his catatonic hysteria, Davy could only manage to blubber out one thing.

“Why are you doing this to us?”

“Does it matter? Why doesn’t have anything to do with it as far as I’m concerned. Crawford has his reasons, so here I am. But if you need a reason from me...I guess there’s something about you that just pisses me off.”

Munson dropped the shovel in front of Davy and then sat his immense frame into the chair. Best seat in the house.

“Now...start digging.”
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The Tomboy had been following the wounded deer for the better part of the day. The sun was beginning to hang low on the horizon when she finally spotted the corpse slumped in a patch of dead brush.

Took long enough for it to bleed out...

There wasn’t enough daylight left to skin and harvest the animal - let alone make it back to the Bus - and there was no way in hell she was going to risk lighting a fire. She was almost certainly on Chandler’s land, and drawing attention from his crew was only going to get her violated. She was just going to have to rough it and camp here until dawn.

She laid out her worn bedroll against the trunk of a rugged and dying oak about 30 yards from the deer carcass and sat on the ground and began to untie her boots to air out her feet when she spotted the other bodies. Two human skeletons. She thought they were probably male. Both of them long since desiccated but still relatively intact. She was obviously the first to ever stumble upon them.

She tightened her laces and got up and walked over to the bodies and stood there and took a long look. Both about the same size. One cloaked in a gray hoodie with the word Scottsdale in blue cursive across the chest and a bullet hole in the stomach. The other was wearing a set of fatigues that didn’t match and with a Jolly Roger patch sewn over where the name would go. Next to the remnants of his left hand lay a pistol. Probably a Glock or Taurus. She bent over and picked it up and turned it over and ejected the clip. Four rounds left. Definitely a Glock. Dirty and weather beaten but she thought it would still fire. She reloaded the clip and tucked the gun into her waistline at the small of her back.

There was only one bag. Some nameless and unbranded discount backpack that was sandwiched in between both corpses. She reached and grabbed the bag and pulled it as she stood up and noticed it felt surprisingly light. She was reaching for the front pocket zipper when the electronic device caught her eye. A small and thin blue machine with a cracked screen and a logo that looked like a half eaten apple. A pair of tangled off white headphones branching their way from the bottom and coiling around themselves like broken snakes. She picked it up in one giant wad and put it into the chest pocket of her jacket.

She had heard of these things before but had never seen one. Some sort of gizmo that lets you listen to recorded music. Bennett and Davy had told her about shit like this existing back in the days before the Madness ripped the world inside out...but it always sounded fantastical and she never knew when they were kidding. She was sure they would get a kick out of seeing it when she got back. If she got back.

The Tomboy walked back to her bedroll and unzipped every section of the backpack and turned it over and dumped the contents. Two pairs of socks. A disgusting and crusty toothbrush. A deck of playing cards. The only things of interest were a small leather drawstring pouch that looked older than anything she had ever seen, and a cheap composite notebook sealed inside a ziplock bag.

She tugged open the mouth of the leather pouch and tipped it into her hand. Shards of crisp brown and foul smelling tobacco were all that fell out. An ancient cigarette that had been crushed and soaked and waterlogged a thousand times until almost nothing remained.

She stared at her hand. Someone had saved this. She poured the tobacco back into the pouch.

Wouldn’t be right to just dump this out, right? It meant something to this man...

She set the pouch down on the bedroll and grabbed the plastic bag with the notebook and slid the seal to the other end of the bag. She reached in and removed the notebook and used her thumb to quickly riffle through the pages. At a glance, every page seemed to be full. She flipped all the way to where the writing stopped. The first thing she saw was the handwritten date at the very end - 11/07/2018. Fifteen years ago. Almost older than she was. About five years after the Madness showed up. She riffled back to the front and looked at the very first line of text:

“My name is Charles, but nobody calls me that.”

She read no further. Bullshit memoirs of long dead strangers were of no use to her at the moment. She closed the notebook and placed it back inside the bag and sealed it for another day. She repacked the belongings into the backpack and got back to the business of setting up her bedroll. Whoever Charles was, his exploits could wait until later.

The sun was almost down anyway...
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My name is Charles, but nobody calls me that. I guess it doesn’t really matter what you call me. Let’s face it, most people have never met me and never will and that probably includes you. I don’t even know why I’m bothering to write any of this in the first place. Everyone has a story...some a lot better than mine. More worthy or meaningful maybe. I don’t know...

I had just ended things with Carrie the morning The Madness came to our town. 9:32 am. I’ll never forget the time. I was on my way to work from her apartment when the driver on my route decided to jump the bus over the curb and run over a couple of ladies that were chatting on the sidewalk. One went under the wheels and the other got smashed into the wall of the salon they were in front of. Everybody in the bus got thrown. I didn’t see what I hit my head against but everything went white for a minute.

I heard the screaming first. Other things slowly came into focus but they didn’t seem real at first. Like I was dreaming. One of the passengers had her hands wrapped around the sides of another woman’s head and was burying her thumbs into her eyes. A thick stream of red and pink flowing between her fingers. Totally expressionless. A couple of people were trying to break out the windows with their bare hands.. The driver was still at the front of the bus...standing over the yellow line...bringing his boot down repeatedly onto what used to be a man’s throat but was now just a thin wet pile of fatty tissue. I couldn’t look away. He ground his foot into the mess like he was putting out a lit cigarette. The same blank, empty face as the other woman. I was convinced it was a dream. Or maybe I had died and was stuck in some in-between world. It couldn’t be reality. It just couldn’t...

Suddenly the bus driver was looking at me. Our eyes locked. His expression didn’t change as he advanced toward me. I’m sure mine did.

My body seemed to realize all at once that it could function. I had started scrambling sideways and made it several feet before I was even aware of it. I began to pull myself up when something grabbed me from behind. I thrashed my head backwards and felt it collide with the man’s nose. I don’t remember hearing him cry out but he loosened his grip on my jacket and I just forced myself forward. No looking back, no time to think. I just threw myself toward the side door of the bus. I crashed through panel and glass and ended up face down on the sidewalk as though the bus had spit me out. Somewhere in the distance I heard a gunshot. Then another. I got to my feet and ran. I didn’t care where I was going as long as I was away from that fucking bus.

I made it about six blocks at a full sprint before my legs gave out and the coughing started. I fell to my knees in the middle of the street, rows of brick-faced fourplexes on either side, and felt the cramp spread across my stomach as I reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone. Pitch black. Shattered and useless. I don’t know why I put it back in my pocket...

I looked around the street and began yelling that I needed help. I’ve since learned not to do that. I heard a screen door open and then slam shut. I looked to the housing unit on my left and saw a man wearing nothing but an untied bathrobe walking toward me with a pipe wrench in his hand and a blank expression on his face.

I honestly have very little concrete memories of those first two months. I just kept on the move and tried to stay as low as possible. I remember brief encounters with strangers,  some who had the Madness and some who didn’t, but with no recollection of names or faces. Just snippets of time and circumstance floating aimlessly in my head without context or concern. Running through a defunct Walmart I misjudged as being empty while being chased by men wearing blood soaked coveralls. The joy of finding a corpse with a pair of size 10 shoes in better condition than mine. Lying silent in a culvert next to a primary school while a trio of women  blankly strung up a very young girl by her neck from the flagpole. I closed my eyes but I can still hear the moment when her frightened whimpers turned into a desperate wheezing.

I learned quickly to avoid a lot of places. Going somewhere that contained a resource that everyone needed was a quick way to run into folks that were bigger and badder than you. There wasn’t really a difference between being infected or not anymore. Most everyone was trying to kill you, either from the fucking disease that came from who fucking knows where, or because you were an outsider. Being an outsider to any group was the more dangerous prospect. People with the Madness didn’t ever speak or coordinate with each other. Militias and bandits did.

I only ever stumbled upon one group that didn’t cause any worry at first. Two men and a woman. All in their late 70s or early 80s. They’d survived by bunkering themselves in a section of the senior housing development they had lived in that was in the middle of a remodel that would never be finished. I was welcomed in immediately. As though they knew I wasn’t going to hurt them. They just took me in and gave me the dime tour of their  improvised sanctuary. I can’t remember their names...

They’d somehow squirreled away a modest amount of supplies.  Mostly canned goods and discount bandages. Maybe a months worth if they were smart and rationed wisely.  I recall one of them asking me what my plans were...I’m not sure what my answer was. Maybe I didn’t even answer. I can’t remember...I do remember that one of them walked in on me before daybreak while I was loading up a bunch of their food into my duffel bag.  I remember the look of disappointment  on his face. He didn’t try to stop me. He knew he couldn’t. He didn’t even seem surprised. He simply said “Why?”. I’m pretty sure I didn’t answer. Just kept loading my bag and then slung it over my shoulder and walked past him and was on my way. He never even followed me out. Just stood there with his head low and his spirit slightly more broken. Christ I can’t remember their names...

I wonder sometimes if what I write down will ever be read. And by whom. Hell...even when. Maybe never. Maybe a hundred years from now. Maybe a thousand years from now. Will humanity have recovered itself enough by then to where my actions make me seem like a bad person? It’s always possible I suppose. People think evil deeds exist in a vacuum. People think men like me exist in a vacuum. What could be more inappropriate and misguided...

I think about those old people I stole supplies from. Only someone brought up in a harmonious and thriving society could view something like that as despicable. Because they weren’t there. Not in any sense, real or imagined. And they never have been. Maybe one day we will get back to that place where we can retroactively judge the shit from bygone eras and shake our heads in disgust about what awful bastards must have lived back then. I can hear them now...

“I mean...people with the Madness couldn’t help themselves. They were sick. What the fuck is your excuse?”

As if having an excuse or not matters. As if anything matters as much as we pretend it does. We passively accept our collective delusion because to do otherwise would be to accept our fate as the snake swallowing up its own tail. We evolved just enough to destroy ourselves efficiently. A disease comes out of nowhere and we have the hubris to call it ‘The Madness’ like we weren’t already suffering from that our entire existence. A lot of people  were contaminated with it. Some of us weren’t. But like I said- there very quickly became no difference. When everything went upside down, the healthy were quickly divided into two groups. Those who would survive at all costs...and those who died. Same as it ever was. The Madness might have kickstarted everything but it sure as shit didn’t have a whole lot of say in the outcome.  Most of the infected were dead by the fourth month. After six I don’t think anyone ever saw or ran into an infected again. Anyone who says different is just trying to get something from you with bullshit war stories. It came and devoured what it wanted and vanished. All it left behind were those of us that were immune only to the illness but not the symptoms. It allowed the rest of us to become the selfish beasts we always lied to ourselves about being.

The Madness? Christ...might as well have said that people were infected with humanity. At least I am aware of my own darkness.

What the fuck is your excuse?
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It was just about sundown when the Tomboy approached the edge of the dusty town that used to be called Hanover but was now on the outskirts of what was Ft. Hope county. It was only another two miles to the Bus - which wasn’t a bus but a nickname for the house where her group stayed - but the weight of the deer carcass had worn her out faster than expected and put her behind schedule. Even if she stashed the deer for later and pressed on, she’d never make it back before dark. That was a problem.

Davy and Bennett had protocols. Any outing to hunt or scavenge was assigned a time limit. If you didn’t make it back before the designated time, they automatically assumed that you had been captured and given up the location of the Bus. Davy,  Maggie and the kids would then grab the contingency bags and head to one of the three offsite emergency shelters - always chosen at random via die roll - to hunker down and remain silent. Bennett and Clark would handle the patrols. Getting an all clear could take hours - and more importantly, Clark had a very strict ‘Shoot first and fuck the questions...’ policy and was a damn good shot with the Remington 760 he carried around like a bad grudge. She thought at times that it seemed excessively paranoid to do all this but deep down she knew it was smart.

She was given two days on this particular hunt. Sundown was her time limit and choosing to venture forth in the darkness would mean risking catching a bullet from her own people before she got recognized. She was just gonna have to rough it outdoors for one more night and then finish the trek to the Bus come sunup. She wished she didn’t have to. She unpacked her bedroll as dusk swept over the landscape and then cozied herself on it and stared at the blackening horizon and thought about how nice it would be to get back home. She missed it and she missed her people every time she had to go out...but scavenging was necessary and she was good at it. Clark even said so himself back when they went out as a tandem so she could learn, and he wasn’t a man that gave up compliments too often. She closed her eyes and started sifting through old memories to make herself tired enough to sleep.

The only other compliment she could remember hearing from Clark was from the day she first met him and the rest of the group. Would have been about five years ago now. She had been walking with her older brother Malcolm after being violently uprooted from their home in Kansas. They walked in the vague direction he believed had a settlement of some sort during the day and slept wrapped around each other at night. She wasn’t sure how much he actually slept. He always told her that he was ok but one day he collapsed and died of heat exhaustion and thirst and left her all alone with no plan and no guidance. She wandered without purpose for the better part of two days before she saw the house. The paint was chipped and fading but was still a brilliant orange-yellow with black trim. She had no idea anyone even lived there as she approached. She was delirious and thirsty and just wanted to get to it and lie down and sleep.

Maggie was the first one who saw her. She rushed out and grabbed her up and scurried her inside the house and placed her on a large sofa in the living room. She kept calling out names. Soon there were more faces. Mostly men. Someone brought her some water and she drank until her breath ran out and then she gasped and inhaled greedily and then drank again until her stomach hurt. Maggie told one of the men to go and bring back some bread and jam and he disappeared into another part of the house. The questions started before he returned and they came fast and relentless and left the poor girl no time to even respond to one before three others were asked. She started trying to explain about the men who attacked her farmhouse but she almost couldn’t hear herself over the others. All of a sudden the wall of questions was deafened by a high pitched whistle from the other side of the room that cut through the veil and brought the chaos to a halt. Everyone looked over at the man who had appeared in the doorway. He had the bushiest beard the girl had ever seen and was holding a very big rifle.

Without moving from where he stood, he looked right into the young girl’s eyes and asked very calmly if anyone was going to come looking for her...

“They can’t. My whole family is dead.”

“And what of the men who killed them? Could they be following you?”

“I...I don’t know...I hope not,” she said.

The man thought about this for a moment before he spoke again.

“How long have you been wandering around?”

The girl closed her eyes and started remembering how many nights she and her brother had gone to sleep, keeping track of each time on her fingers.

“Six days I think...maybe seven? No, wait...only six. I was alone for two of them.”

The man finally stepped forward and positioned himself in front of the girl.  He knelt down until his face was just inches from hers.

“Are you sure?” he said very deliberately.

“Yes. I’m sure,” she replied.

He stood back up and exhaled as he addressed the room. His eyes never wavered as he spoke.

“Well then I think it’s fair to assume that nobody has been following you...still, we had best move to one of the offsites for a night or two.”

One of the other men let out a small but exasperated groan. The bearded man shot him a look that was so stern that the whole room seemed to wince.

“We roll out in five...grab your gear,” he said.

People started moving about in a hurry. A flurry of activity began to emanate from all over the house as the living room emptied. Maggie began to stand when the bearded man raised his hand and motioned for her to sit.

“I’ll grab your bag Maggie. You stay with the girl.”

“Myra,” the girl squeaked out. “My name is Myra.”

The man eyed her up and down and then placed his palm on his chest.

“Clark,” he said. “How old are you, Myra?”

“Eleven.”

Clark raised an eyebrow and clenched his teeth for a moment.

“Well...you must be a tough fuckin’ kid. Welcome to the group, Tomboy.”

And with that he turned and left out of the living room. The nickname stayed behind and followed Myra into every room she walked into.
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ADX Florence used to be a Supermax prison in rural Colorado. By the time I accidentally stumbled onto it things had changed considerably. It was now just another patched together band of desperate scavengers helmed by a couple of ex-guards. They figured if it was impossible to get out, then it should be impossible to get in. Fairly sound logic as far as apocalyptic survival tactics goes.

I don’t know what possessed me to even approach that brick faced goliath of an outpost. I’d been doing just fine taking whatever I needed from any group of people naive enough to trust my kind face and unassuming stature. I guess maybe it was my own arrogance. That high you get when you’re on a lucky streak at gambling and you call whatever bet gets proffered cause you know goddamn well you’re gonna end up on top no matter what the odds were. I might not have been a winner back in the old days of credit scores and  first dates and minimum wage but I sure as hellfire wasn’t comin up empty now.

I got met by a group of three guards about a hundred yards outside what I guessed was the main gate. I had my palms in the air as I approached so they would feel at ease about my intentions. They were all brandishing pistols. That told me a lot about the state of things. If they had shotguns or automatic rifles or the like...the front line would be usin them. I can’t think of a single damn scenario where you would choose to do otherwise.

The guy on the left asked me what it was I wanted. I told him that I was hopin to find some place where I could sleep without having to keep both shoes on and one eye open. He asked me how they were supposed to trust that I wasn’t a scout for some party of raiders lying in wait a few miles back. I shot him a look like he must be an ignorant sonofabitch and said - “What kind of raiding party would even let me in? Much less make me their scout?” He smirked at that. The other two flat out chuckled. And just like that...I knew I was in...because even in times as bleak and hopeless as these...humor won’t die. You get somebody to laugh, and whether they know it or not, they’re on your side.

They gave me a pat down and then brought me inside the gate and walked me through the courtyard where they handed me off to a different group and then turned and walked back to their post. I couldn’t see them behind me but I feel pretty sure they must have given some nod of approval  because these two new guys didn’t point their weapons directly at me. Just kept them at the ready as they escorted me through a series of winding hallways  and stairwells that made so little sense I could barely keep track of the turns.  

We eventually ended up in what used to be some sort of outer  office.  They pointed at a folding chair against the far wall and told me to sit, which I obliged. One of them walked and knocked on the door opposite of the one we entered. Four sharp knocks. Very rhythmic. I took note of that. After a moment, I heard a heavy latch get unbolted and the door cracked open just enough for me to see a fella even mousier than myself peek out and then let the guard in and shut the door behind him and redid the latch. The guard who remained with me didn’t seem too bothered by being left alone with a stranger. Just stood there leaning against the wall and chewing his gum and keeping his dead eyes focused on me.

I sat there for quite a few minutes. The guard never uttered a word to me and I didn’t  say shit to him either. Nothing to break the silence except the incessant smacking of his gum. I could tell he was making a conscious effort to chew it at a measured pace. Nobody can chew that consistently unless they decide to...and I don’t know why, but for some reason the longer it went on...the more it fucking pissed me off. Every single time he sucked that thing and mashed it between his teeth brought me closer to the boiling point. Back in the old days of the regular world  when I was dating Carrie, I had a code word for that feeling for when I was out in public with her. I’d tell her I was ‘gettin itchy’. That meant we needed to gracefully find our leave before I snapped and starting mouthing off.

Trouble was...that was then. Back in those days we’d overthought and psychoanalyzed the entire middle class into one giant spineless eunuch...so you were pretty safe to spit words of hatred into somebody’s face without it coming to blows. We’d ripped out the threat of violence like it was a weed and replaced it with a lot of big talk and zero follow through. But that shit wasn’t true now. We were back in the caveman days. The days of Sparta and the Inquisition and the Wild West...where you only ran your mouth into debt if your whole body  was willing to pick up the tab...and I wasn’t any good in a fistfight. Still, that motherfucker with his gum had me feeling mighty itchy...

I finally heard the clunky metal latch of the far door slide back and then open. I glanced over and watched three men emerge and form a straight line in front of me: The guard, the mousy fellow, and a taller gentleman who was rail thin and with silver-rimmed glasses stretched across the wrinkles of his gray, sunken face. He introduced himself as Mr. Andrew.  He said it with an air of gravitas and arrogance, as if I was already supposed to have heard of him. I didn’t plan to, but I laughed. He kept his face in check but his eyes betrayed the outrage he felt at my dismissal. Before I could say anything else he very flatly asked me why they shouldn’t just kill me right then and there. I curbed my laughter but kept the smirk when I told him that they absolutely should kill me. I told him I was a very dangerous individual and that letting me live wasn’t in his best interest unless I was kept satisfied. His eyes betrayed him again...his curiosity now piqued. He hadn’t expected me to say that. I mean, how could he?

I’d worked enough corporate jobs in the old days. I had a sixth sense for guys like this. Guys that thought they would repaint the world in their image. So obviously bloated with an artificial self importance  that  looms around them like the stink of a rotting carcass.  They were always the same. Guys like that are always on the lookout for assets. Anyone who can further their agenda regardless of method or the madness in it. They were as easy to spot as the sun on a cloudless day.

Mr. Andrew puzzled over my response for a moment before asking what made me so dangerous. I told him that the current world state had freed me to do the things most people wouldn’t. I told him I lost whatever conscience I once had and no longer gave a fuck about death or anything else. He cocked his head sideways and stared at me for a few seconds while that other asshole kept smacking his gum. He then approached the guard on the other side of the rodent looking dude and reached down and undid the latch on the leather knife holster on his belt and pulled out the six inch Ka-bar that was inside. He tossed it at my feet and very carefully waited before the clang of it hitting the ground had vanished before he spoke...

“Prove it.” he said as nonchalantly as a man putting in a lunch order.

I reached down and wrapped my fist around the handle of the knife. As I did, both guards tightened their hands on the grip of their pistols. I looked up at Mr. Andrew and asked him what exactly he wanted me to do. He answered with the same indifferent cadence.

“Prove you want to survive. Prove you’ll do what most people won’t. Cut off one of your fingers or we’ll execute you right where you sit.”

The gum chewer got a big kick out of this. He grinned and brought that piece of gum to the front of his mouth and chewed it for all to see. If only he’d known how much bile and motivation it raised inside me...

I slowly stood out of my chair and knelt beside it. I could tell just by looking that the knife was well taken care of and finely sharpened but I made a show of testing it with the back of my thumb anyway. I  then closed the fist of my left hand and extended the pinky out and rested it on the seat of the chair.  I placed the very tip of the knife on the seat and lowered the knife edge onto my skin. I made damn sure to not break eye contact with Mr. Andrew as I thrust the knife forward and down with precision and force. The sound of the blade rang off the seat of the chair as though someone had slapped it...and I knew before any pain hit that I had succeeded in just the one stroke.

Pain is a tricky thing. You will never feel it the way someone else does. There is never anything to compare it to but your own experience. Even when watching someone else’s experience, you are only measuring it by how painful you think it should be. It is a universal yet uniquely felt slice of humanity. What might be painful for you might give another guy an erection. I didn’t get an erection but I sure didn’t feel anything that resembled ‘hurt’.

I stood up and showed my stump to the man who asked for it. Blood flowed from it as though it were excited at the chance to escape. My severed pinky resting comfortably on the chair. I knew that all eyes would be on my hand. They were trying to process what I’d just done relative to their own tolerance and resolve. And just at that moment...I lunged my body to the right and swung that knife with every...Single. Fucking. Ounce.

The neck of the gum chewer peeled itself apart like a pair of chapped lips. His eyes  went wide and he loosened the grip on his weapon as the blood erupted from the cavern I just put in his throat. He wasn’t even able to raise his hands to the wound before he collapsed to the ground.

The other guard raised his pistol toward me but did not fire. Almost as quickly, Mr. Andrew placed his hand on the firearm. The guard lowered his gun and looked down at his partner. The mousy guy was also staring at the cascade of blood pulsating from the guards neck. Mr. Andrew looked at me, and me alone.

I stepped toward the body and leaned forward and used the forefinger and thumb from my damaged hand to reach into the man’s agape mouth and fish out his gum. I popped the piece, blood and all, into my mouth as I arose and began chewing it and looked back into the impassive eyes of Mr. Andrew.  The gum had long since lost its flavor but the blood tasted like success. This was my closing argument. This was my victory lap.

He reached up with one hand and adjusted his glasses. At the same time, he put his other hand on the shoulder of his rodent partner.

“Mr. Stanley...please take this man to the doctor. Take the finger with you.”

The rat like Mr. Stanley didn’t speak but unearthed a handkerchief from his pocket and used it to retrieve my pinky. I asked the remaining guard if he wanted his knife back. He didn’t respond.

Mr Andrew spoke again, this time with a little more interest.

“What is your name, friend?”

This was the first time in my entire life that I didn’t immediately knee jerk respond by saying ‘Charles’. What I said instead was... “What does that matter? That fucker on the floor had a name once too...for all the good it did him. Now all that’s left is a stain for you to clean.”

Then I swallowed his gum.
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The Tomboy snapped awake and sat upright on her bedroll, her hands clamped around her rifle. Whatever dream she was having was sucked into the ether, never to be had again. She sat listening. She didn’t know what for...anything that disturbed the air from its normalcy. Something had told her to wake up. Forced her to wake up. Now it was a matter of figuring out what in the hell it was.

She didn’t move a muscle. Her eyes were still adjusting to the darkness that surrounded her. There was just a sliver of moon but it wasn’t going to cast much light. Maybe an hour left before daybreak. She just listened. The air was crisp and thick and had the slightest of movement but there were no sounds other than an errant cricket or two. Everything sounded ordinary. As it should be. The Tomboy knew in her gut that something was wrong and she sat and held that rifle and listened for it to reveal itself.

The breeze stiffened a bit and blew into her face. She tightened her grip on the rifle as the chill plastered her skin and she tilted her head slightly to hear better. She inhaled louder than she wanted to and was kicking herself for that when everything snapped into focus.

Smoke. There is smoke being carried on the wind...

Before she had a chance to think she stood all the way up. She lifted her nose and let it test the air. This wasn’t the kind of smoke you get from a wildfire. The kind that sits heavy in your lungs and turns your eyes into dusty, swollen pustules...this was faint. This was the smoke you got from a distant campfire. But there shouldn’t be anyone out here lighting campfires...and certainly Clark would never allow anyone at an offsite to light a fire if they were on a lockdown from her absence...

The knot in her gut twisted itself and sent a shockwave of fear into the back of her throat. Something was wrong back home. She was as sure as she’d even been about anything her whole life.

She grabbed her bag and took off in the direction of the Bus. She ran much faster than was safe to traverse in the dim light but she didn’t care. She just ran forward.

Please be wrong about this...please god just let this be me going crazy. Even if it means Clark shoots me...

She knew somehow that she wasn’t wrong. Some things are just beyond all comprehension of man and this was one of them. Whatever had happened...she just hoped she could make it back in time. She stumbled over a rock and fell down and got back up and kept going. No time to lose.

She left the deer. She didn’t even grab her bedroll.

––––––––
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DAWN HAD HIT AND WASHED a faint light over the smoldering pile of debris by the time the Tomboy got back. She had not run into Clark on her return.

She stepped through the rubble and cinders and began looking at the charred bodies. Bennett was in the living room and had melted and fused himself onto the furniture. Maggie was facedown nearby, her skin dripping like candle wax into a puddle around her.

How did this happen?

She found their kids in the back bedroom. Each of them still tucked into their beds and wrapped in the burnt remains of their blankets. They both had deep, sickening dents in their skulls that made the Tomboy retch and spit up a mouthful of coarse stomach acid. She knew then that this wasn’t an accidental fire.

They were children for Christsakes. How could anyone do that to a child?

There was still no sign of Davy or Clark. She checked every room but found nothing but charcoal and ash and sadness. The consumed memories of forgone possessions. Everything she had and loved about her family was gone. Again. Wiped away and scattered into the horizon like the smoke from the fire before evaporating entirely. She needed to get out of the house. She needed to breathe.

The Tomboy shuffled herself outside and bent over to sit on the front step when she saw Clark. There was an old maple about a hundred feet away that Clark had hung a tire swing on for the kids. The tire swing was gone. Clark hung from the branch instead. His arms and legs had been cut off and were draped around his torso with rope like a set of grotesque windchimes. The Tomboy felt her knees go and she collapsed and started to crawl toward the maple. She didn’t feel alive anymore. Her heart had been ripped away and wrung out and tossed aside. She didn’t even know why she kept looking at Clark as he gently twisted on the rope.

She fell on her side and the tears she had been subconsciously holding back erupted forth and brought with them a scream that thundered so loud and barbaric that it silenced the world if only for a moment. She wept until she had nothing left inside her but the misery and she clung to the earth with both hands to try to get comfort. She wished it hugged her back.

There comes a point where the grief takes hold and emotional paralysis sets in. That was the point where the Tomboy was - unable to move and wishing she was dead or at least had the energy to kill herself - when she spotted the loose mound of dirt in the front yard. Her body took over without thinking, her muscles fueled by pure hatred and bile. Diesel gasoline pumping through her veins as she threw herself toward the mound and began pulling back the dirt with her bare hands. She knew why this was here but she had to be sure...

It wasn’t long before she sank her hands into the hole and hit something. She brushed and scraped out the dirt until she uncovered an arm. She recognized the shirt. This was Davy.

The bastard made him dig his own grave...

She became a volcano. The pain and sadness morphing into a righteous anger that had her shaking uncontrollably as her brain seeped venom into her bloodstream and the voices of vengeance and retribution started whispering sweet nothings into her ears.

She was no longer a 16 year old Tomboy. She was no longer a person. She was a meteorite that would wipe out the whole goddamned human race if that’s what it meant to make this right.

All she had to go on was a name...

Munson Tibbles.

It was going to have to be enough.
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The man with the rooster tattoo lay at the bottom of the canyon, staring blankly at the sky while blood seeped from the puncture wound in his upper thigh. He couldn’t quite bring himself to look at his leg, as if ignoring the injury would keep it from springing to reality, and chose instead to inch his fingers down past his belt and onto the worn, blood coated jeans. It wasn’t long before he touched bone, the splintered femur having torn straight through skin and denim, and the full weight of the situation hit. He wasn’t leaving this canyon. He thought about this for a moment, wondering how he allowed himself to be ambushed in the first place, and then jerked his head up and began scanning the ground for his rifle.

He spotted it about 60 feet away, resting on its side with what appeared to be a cracked stock, though he couldn’t see well enough to be sure.

Might as well be on the damned moon. Aint a chance in hell I’d crawl over there before them boys make it down to me. Still, I got to try.

He pushed himself up as quickly as the pain allowed, resting his weight on his elbows and finally taking a nice long look at his leg, although he didn’t know what purpose that served. He could feel a shimmer of ache and throbbing in his right shoulder now. He wasn’t sure if it was dislocated or fractured but it felt like a hairline crack at the very least.

Keep movin’ dumbass. Get to that rifle. Your leg will be just as busted but at least you got a chance to kill one or two of these bastards.

He could hear movement from farther up the canyon. The deep chug of the almost idling engine from the truck carrying the ambushers coming toward the edge and then shutting off. The squeals of rusty doors being opened and slammed shut. Loose rocks and gravel being shifted by the footsteps of men at the precipice, trying to look for a better way down than the one he took. They didn’t seem to be in any hurry. Why should they be? For all they knew he was dead already from the fall, and if not he wasn’t going anywhere fast.

He started inching his way toward his Winchester, using the palms of his hands and the leg that was still intact to dig into the loose soil and propel himself backwards. He was now facing the steep slope of the ravine that the bushwhackers would be advancing from, though he couldn’t see shit with the sun in his eyes and no free hand to block out the relentless light. Not that it mattered much...he didn’t recognize the truck that slammed him off the edge but he was pretty sure he knew who it was and why they were after him.

The man had barely made it a yard when he heard the booming voice of Munson Tibbles call out.

“Well I’ll be goddamned. You still alive down there Colt?”

“I am,” Colt said as he pushed himself back another half a foot.

“Then I guess I’m out some whisky. I bet Mop-Top that fall would’ve killed ya for sure. It’s a helluva drop you just took. Five, six stories maybe...”

“Sorry to disappoint.”

Tibbles smirked as Colt continued his backward crab walk. “Christ Almighty, that rifle’s still 40 feet yonder.”

“You always were good at measurements for a one eyed prick.”

“I meant - why aren’t you giving up yet?”

“Just hardheaded, I suppose.”

“If that ain’t an understatement...you want I should come down there and put you out of your misery?” Tibbles said before lifting his canteen to his face and drowning his cracked lips with one final slug of the whisky he just lost.

Colt closed the distance to the rifle another two feet.

“Ain’t no misery. Been busted up plenty worse than this, Munson.”

Tibbles screwed the lid back into place as he swallowed. “Aw goddammit this ain’t fun no more,” he said to himself as he tossed the canteen toward Mop-Top and reached into the bed of his weather beaten Ford to pull out Agnes. He started off towards a craggy path a few yards down the cliffside. “Like watchin’ a dog tryin’ to not get put down.”

Despite the searing pain in his leg and shoulder from the fall, Colt McKenzie kept shuffling his body backwards, inches at a time, toward the impossible goal of reaching his rifle. He wondered to himself what it is that makes a man soldier on in the face of impossible odds. It wasn’t like the gods of fate or chaos or whatever you call it were going to appreciate the effort and turn the tide in his favor. Plenty of holes have been filled with the bodies of men and boys who thought they might miraculously escape their demise through sheer will. But at least they tried.
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